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PROCESS FOR IMPROVING THE 
PERFORMANCE OF A TEMPERATURE 

SENSITIVE ETCH PROCESS 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to temperature sensitive dry 
vetch processes used in semiconductor fabrication and appa 
ratuses for performing dry etches, and more particularly to 
controlling the temperature of such processes and such 
apparatuses to maintain selectivity while providing a high 
etch rate. 

The manufacture of semiconductor devices, and particu 
larly multilayer structures, involves, among other fabrica 
tion steps, the patterned etching of areas of the semicon 
ductor surface which are not protected by a pattern of 
photoresist material. Such etching techniques use either 
liquid (“wet”) etching compositions or gaseous “dry” etch 
ing compositions. For example, certain halogen-containing 
mineral acids such as HCl and HF are known to be active 
etchants for many of the materials found in semiconductors. 
When used as wet etchant compositions, these compositions 
will etch the semiconductor surface isotropically, i.e., in 
both vertical and lateral directions. 

Etching of semiconductor layer materials may also be 
accomplished using, for example, halogen-containing com 
pounds in the gas phase. Such techniques are broadly 
categorized as dry etching and include plasma etching, ion 
beam etching, and reactive ion etching. The use of gas 
plasma, in the form of gaseous ions, electrons, and neutrals 
formed from radio frequency discharge, as the etchant 
provides for substantially anisotropic etching (i.e., etching in 
the vertical direction only) of the semiconductor surface. 
Anisotropic etching techniques have become increasingly 
important as higher density (and thus smaller dimensions) 
multilayer semiconductors have been introduced 

Such small dimensions and tight tolerances in this indus 
try have created problems which cannot be successfully 
addressed using photolithography techniques in combina 
tion with wet etching. Accordingly, anisotropic etching 
procedures, in which feature widths must be maintained 
within certain alignment tolerances, are used. One technique 
which has been developed along with anisotropic dry etch 
ing is the use of etch stop layers. 

In an etch stop procedure, an etch stop layer of material 
is deposited atop an underlying structure. An outer layer, 
through which desired patterns will be formed, is then 
deposited over the etch stop layer. The etch stop layer is used 
to terminate the etching process through the outer layer once 
that layer has been completely removed in a desired pattern 
and to protect the underlying structure from the etchant. 

Etch stop procedures are designed to have (1) a high outer 
layer etch rate which (2) etches anisotropically to produce 
substantially upright sidewalls through the outer layer, and 
(3) has a high selectivity so that the etchant preferentially 
etches the material of the outer layer, but not (or only very 
slowly) the etch stop layer. A preferred etch stop material in 
the art is silicon nitride because it has properties which are 
well known and is used widely in semiconductor fabrication. 
A typical outer layer to be etched comprises silicon dioxide. 
One process for obtaining high selectivity in the etching 

procedure is taught in Blalock et a], U.S. Pat. No. 5,286,344, 
where a ?uorinated etchant containing speci?c additives is 
used to form a gas plasma which etches silicon dioxide at a 

5 high selectivity with respect to an underlying silicon nitride 
layer. Other gas plasma etchants with high selectivity are 
also known. 
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2 
One problem which has existed in the art for such 

selective oxide/ninide etches is that if the temperature of the 
substrate to be etched or the interior of the plasma etching 
apparatus is too high, the rate of oxide etch drops, and the 
etch may not be completed. That is, a portion of the 
insulating oxide layer may remain, preventing good electri 
cal connections from being formed in later fabrication steps. 
Additionally, if the temperature in the plasma etching appa 
ratus is too high, some of the etchant gas may polymerize 
and be deposited on the walls of the etched layer. The 
presence of polymer impedes the rate of etch and results in 
the formation of angled, not vertical, walls. The polymer 
may also interfere with completion of the etch through to the 
etch stop layer. Such overheating problems may occur where 
the outer layer to be etched is relatively thick, or where the 
etching process must be continued for a relatively long time 
period such as in a self-aligned contact etch, or where a high 
electrode temperature is used. 
While some plasma etch apparatuses include a wafer 

cooling system to maintain the wafer at a constant tempera 
ture during the etching process, maintaining a constant 
wafer temperature does not address the overheating prob 
lems in the plasma generating apparatus. Accordingly, the 
need still exists in the art for a technique for improving the 
performance of a temperature-sensitive etch process. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention meets that need by controlling the 
temperature of a dry etch process in a plasma etch chamber 
to maintain selectivity while also providing a high etch rate 
by introducing one or more cooling steps into the etch 
process. The process includes the steps of providing a 
semiconductor substrate having at least one layer of material 
thereon to be etched in a chamber and initiating plasma 
etching of one or more selected areas on the layer of material 
to be etched in the chamber. To maintain selectivity of the 
etch as well as a high rate of etch, the formation of plasma 
is terminated prior to exceeding a predetermined maximum 
temperature at at least one selected location in the chamber. 
For example, the location may be a wall of the chamber, any 
temperature-sensitive hardware within the chamber such as 
an electrode, or the semiconductor substrate. The tempera 
ture at the at least one selected location is then reduced prior 
to the resumption of plasma flow and etching. This tem 
perature reduction may be accomplished by actively cooling 
the selected location or simply permitting that location to 
cool. The plasma etch is then continued. The etch may 
optionally be terminated again to permit cooling, as needed, 
until etching has been completed. 

In a preferred embodiment of the invention, the layer of 
material to be etched comprises silicon dioxide which over 
lies a silicon nitride etch stop layer. In ?ris preferred 
embodiment, the predetermined maximum temperature for 
the process is approximately 120° C. Above that 
temperature, the etch rate of the oxide becomes too low, and 
polymer formation on the walls of the etched silicon dioxide 
layer increases. 
To insure that the predetermined temperature of the pro 

cess is not exceeded, the temperature of at least one selected 
location in the chamber may be monitored In a preferred 
embodiment, the temperature of the semiconductor substrate 
is monitored by a ?ber optic probe positioned adjacent the 
back side of the substrate. A similar probe may also be 
utilized to monitor the temperature of the electrode and/or 
the chamber walls. 

Generally, simply terminating the ?ow of plasma to the 
chamber and pausing for several minutes will cause the 
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temperature to drop su?iciently that the etching process may 
then be resumed. Alternatively, the chamber may be actively 
cooled by ?owing inert gas through it or by raising the gas 
pressure in the chamber to increase convective heat transfer 
from the semiconductor substrate, the electrode, and the 
walls in the chamber. The semiconductor substrate may be 
actively cooled by ?owing inert gas over the backside 
thereof. 
The present invention is also useful for commercial 

processes and apparatuses which etch a series of semicon 
ductor wafers in sequence under automated control. The 
process includes the steps of providing a ?rst semiconductor 
substrate having at least one layer of material thereon to be 
etched in a chamber and initiating plasma etching of one or 
more selected areas on the layer of material to be etched in 
the chamber and continuing plasma etching thereof until the 
etch is completed. The ?rst semiconductor substrate is 
removed and replaced with a succeeding semiconductor 
substrate to be etched. These steps are repeated until the 
series of semiconductor wafers has been processed. During 
this processing sequence, the formation of plasma in the 
chamber is terminated prior to exceeding a predetermined 
maximum temperature at at least one selected location in the 
chamber either during etching of the semiconductor sub~ 
strate or during removal and replacement of the semicon 
ductor substrate and the temperature at said at least one 
selected location is reduced prior to resumption of plasma 
etching. 

Accordingly, it is a feature of the present invention to 
provide a process and apparatus for controlling the tempera 
ture of a dry etch process and a plasma etch chamber to 
maintain selectivity, while also providing a high etch rate by 
introducing one or more cooling steps into the etch process. 
This and other features and advantages of the present 
invention, will become apparent from the following detailed 
description, the accompanying drawings, and the appended 
claims. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a schematic representation of a plasma etch 
chamber in accordance with the present invention; 

FIG. 2 is a side view, in cross-section, of an exemplary 
pictorial representation of a multilayer semiconductor sub— 
strate to be etched; and 

FIG. 3 is a side view, in cross-section, of the multilayer 
semiconductor substrate of FIG. 2 after etching the silicon 
dioxide outer layer. to form a self-aligned contact. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

The present invention is useful in the practice of a number 
of different types of plasma etching procedures including 
gas plasma etching, ion beam etching. and reactive ion 
etching. For ease of explanation and understanding, refer 
ence will be made to a speci?c plasma etching system 
operated in a reactive ion etch mode. However, it will be 
apparent to those skilled in this art that the process and 
apparatus of the present invention may be modified as 
needed and used in a variety of dry etch systems. 

Referring now to FIG. 1, there is shown a reactive ion 
etching system 10 which includes an etching chamber 12 in 
which one or more semiconductor wafer substrates 14 may 
be housed. For simplicity, only one wafer substrate has been 
shown. As is conventional, the etching process may be 
carried out at from atmospheric pressure down to about 1 
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4 
mtorr. The chamber 12 is provided with a source of vacuum, 
shown schematically at 16. The vacuum source may be a 
turbo pump connected to a backing pump as is conventional 
in this art. Preferably, the cooldown process is carried out at 
as high a pressure (up to atmospheric) as can be sustained 
Higher gas pressures in chamber 12 provide for more rapid 
cooling of the semiconductor substrate and internal walls of 
the chamber as convection of the gases provides more 
efficient heat transfer. 
Chamber 12 includes an upper electrically grounded 

electrode 18 which forms the top wall of the chamber and a 
lower radio-frequency (RF) powered electrode 20. Substrate 
14 is secured, typically by a clamp (not shown), to electrode 
20 during the plasma etch process. Chamber 12 also contains 
an inlet 22 through which suitable feed gases and gas 
mixtures may be fed. For example, a typical ?uorinated 
etchant may comprise CHF3 or CF4 gas along with a suitable 
carrier gas such as argon. Cooling in chamber 12 may be 
accomplished by increasing the pressure of gas in the 
chamber by feeding additional gas (either etchant gas or an 
inert gas) through inlet 22. 
When RF energy is supplied to electrode 20, the gas fed 

into chamber 12 is converted to plasma. The plasma contains 
reactive neutral and ionic species which etch selected unpro 
tected portions of the surface of substrate 14. A valve (not 
shown) may be supplied to the vacuum outlet 16 to control 
the pressure of the gas plasma in chamber 12. 
The process and apparatus of the present invention are 

applicable to any of a number of dry plasma etch procedures 
which need to be carried out in the course of the fabrication 
of a semiconductor device. As an example, and for explana 
tory purposes only, reference is made to FIGS. 2 and 3. 
There, a silicon semiconductor substrate 16 is depicted in 
which a silicon dioxide (SiO2) layer 24 is to be plasma 
etched to form a self-aligned contact through to substrate 16. 
A silicon nitride (Si3N4) etch stop layer 26 has previously 
been deposited over polysilicon layers 28 to protect them. As 
shown, the silicon nitride etch stop layer extends over and 
conforms to the sides of the polysilicon layer beneath it. A 
pattern of photoresist 30 is masked onto the surface of the 
substrate to protect certain areas and to expose those areas 
where etching will occur. 

In this example, a ‘chemical etchant gas comprising at 
least one ?uorinated gas such as CHF3 and/or CF4 in an 
argon carrier is supplied and converted to a plasma. The 
exposed silicon dioxide is selectively etched by the plasma 
at a relatively rapid rate and with high selectivity down to 
the etch stop layer 26. Due to the anisotropic etching nature 
of the gas plasma, the etching process provides for the 
formation of upright sidewalls in the etched silicon dioxide 
layer which have a substantially vertical pro?le as shown in 
FIG. 3. 

Because of the distance which must be etched, the con 
tinued exposure of the substrate to gas plasma causes the 
temperature of the substrate to increase. However, many 
etches are temperature sensitive in that both the rate of etch 
as well as the selectivity of the etch will be atfected by 
temperature. In the example of a silicon dioxide etch using 
a silicon nitride etch stop layer, it is desirable to have the 
substrate at a relatively high temperature (i.e., greater than 
approximately 50° C.) to provide high selectivity for the etch 
(even though a higher temperature decreases the rate of 
etch). Otherwise, if the temperature is too low, the gas 
plasma will also remove portions of the etch stop layer and 
possibly expose the underlying polysilicon layer. 

Alternatively, if the temperature of the substrate increases 
beyond about 120° C., the etch rate of the plasma through 



5,711,851 
5 

the silicon dioxide drops, and the process may be terminated 
prior to the etch reaching the underlying silicon substrate 
(i.e., the etch stops in oxide). Additionally, if the temperature 
in the gas plasma chamber becomes too high, the etchant gas 
will tend to polymerize, forming poly?uorocarbons, and 
may be deposited on the sidewalls and base of the etched 
silicon dioxide layer. The presence of polymer over the 
silicon dioxide slows the rate of etch to an unacceptable rate. 
The present invention eliminates these problems by con 

trolling the temperature of the plasma etch process to 
maintain selectivity of the etch while also providing a high 
etch rate by introducing one or more cooling steps into the 
etch process. Prior to exceeding a predetermined maximum 
temperature in, for example, one of the walls of the chamber, 
any temperature-sensitive hardware in the chamber such as 
an electrode, or the semiconductor substrate, the formation 
of gas plasma is terminated. The chamber wall or walls, the 
electrode and/or the semiconductor substrate are then either 
actively cooled or permitted to cool prior to the resumption 
of plasma ?ow and etching. 

Such cooling may be accomplished in a number of ways. 
In one embodiment, the temperature of the substrate, 
chamber, and electrodes may be determined empirically by 
running one or more test samples and observing the changes 
in temperature in the system. The process may then be 
programmed to terminate the ?ow of plasma at predeter 
mined intervals either to permit cooling prior to the resump 
tion of etching or to provide an active cooling step such as 
increasing the gas pressure in the chamber (using either 
more etchant gas or an inert gas) to increase convective heat 
transfer. 

Alternatively, the temperatures of one or more of the 
substrate, chamber, and electrodes may be actively moni 
tored. This embodiment of the invention is shown schemati 
cally in FIG. 1. There, one or more temperature probes 32, 
34, and 36 may be positioned in or adjacent to any of the 
substrate 14, RF electrode 20, or chamber 12, respectively. 
As shown, chamber 12 may have a viewing window 38 of 
a transparent material such as alumina into which the 
temperature probe may be positioned. In each instance, 
vacuum ?ttings 46 are provided to prevent any leakage from 
chamber 12. 
The probes may be ?ber optic devices such as those 

commercially available from Luxtron, Inc. Those probes 
include a phosphorescent material on the tip of the ?ber 
optic which will transmit light back to a monitor as a 
function of the temperature which is sensed. Thus, if one or 
more of the substrate, chamber walls, or RF electrode is 
determined to be approaching a predetermined maximum 
temperature, the system may be programmed to terminate 
the production of gas plasma until such time as the affected 
device cools. 

Alternatively, the ?ber optic temperature probes may be 
associated with an active cooling system. One such cooling 
system is schematically depicted in FIG. 1. There, a wafer 
substrate cooling system is provided which includes a source 
of cooling gas which may be directed to the back side of 
substrate 14 as needed. A passage may be formed through 
RF electrode 20 to provide access to the semiconductor 
wafer. The wafer is mounted on an O-ring seal 44 to provide 
a ?uid-tight passage. A cooling gas such as helium or argon 
may then be directed against the back side of the wafer to 
cool it as needed. It will be appreciated that similar active 
cooling systems may also be used to cool other parts of the 
chamber and/or electrodes. 
Once the chamber, substrate, or electrode is cooled, the 

plasma etch is then continued, and may optionally be 
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6 
terminated again to permit further cooling, as needed, until 
etching has been completed. The process and apparatus of 
the present invention are able to control the temperature of I 
the plasma etch to within predetermined limits. This as sures 
that both the etch rate and selectivity of the etch remain high. 
The process and apparatus of the present invention may 

also be adapted for use in a multiple wafer sequential 
processing system. Automated systems are commercially 
available in which multiple single semiconductor wafers 
may be etched in a gas plasma etching chamber in sequence 
and under the control of a microprocessor. Such a commer 
cial apparatus is described in Blalock et al, US. Pat. No. 
5,286,344, the disclosure of which is incorporated by ref 
erence. For such sequential operation, the apparatus of the 
present invention as shown in FIG. 1 operates in the manner 
discussed above. The ?ow of gas plasma may be terminated 
at predetermined intervals, or, alternatively, the temperature 
of the substrate, electrode, and chamber may be actively 
monitored and the plasma ?ow terminated as needed. If the 
substrate is removed from the chamber for cooling, it is 
preferred that the substrate remain under vacuum. 

While certain representative embodiments and details 
have been shown for purposes of illustrating the invention, 
it will be apparent to those skilled in the art that various 
changes in the methods and apparatus disclosed herein may 
be made without departing from the scope of the invention, 
which is de?ned in the appended claims. 

’ What is claimed is: 

1. A process for performing an etch comprising the steps 
of: 

a) providing a semiconductor substrate having at least one 
layer of material thereon to be etched in a chamber, said 
substrate having a temperature of at least about 50° C.; 

b) initiating plasma etching of one or more selected areas 
on said layer of material to be etched in said chamber; 

c) terminating the formation of said plasma prior to 
exceeding -a predetermined maximum temperature of 
approximately 120° C. at at least one selected location 
in said chamber; 

d) reducing the temperature at said selected location; and 
e) resuming plasma etching of said layer of material. 
2. A process as claimed in claim 1 wherein said selected 

location is selected from the group consisting of a sidewall 
of said chamber, said semiconductor substrate, and an elec 
trode within said chamber. 

3. A process as claimed in claim 1 wherein said step of 
reducing the temperature of said selected location includes 
actively cooling said selected location. 

4. A process as claimed in claim 1 in which steps c) and 
d) are repeated as needed until etching has been completed. 

5. A process as claimed in claim 1 in which the tempera 
ture of at least one selected location in said chamber is 
monitored. 

6. A process as claimed in claim Sin which the tempera 
ture of said semiconductor substrate is monitored by a ?ber 
optic probe positioned adjacent the back side of said sub 
strate. 

7. Aprocess as claimed in claim 1 in which said chamber 
is cooled by ?owing inert gas through said chamber. 

. 8. A process as claimed in claim 1 in which said chamber 
is cooled by raising the gas pressure in said chamber to 
increase convective heat transfer from said semiconductor 
substrate in said chamber. 

9. A process as claimed in claim 1 in which said semi 
conductor substrate is cooled by ?owing inert gas over the 
backside thereof. 
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10. Aprocess for performing an etch comprising the steps 
of: 

a) providing a semiconductor substrate having at least one 
layer of material thereon to be etched in a chamber, said 
layer of material to be etched having a temperature of 5 
at least about 50° C. and comprising silicon dioxide; 

b) initiating plasma etching of one or more selected areas 
on said layer of material to be etched in said chamber; 

c) terminating the formation of said plasma prior to 
exceeding a predetermined maximum temperature of 
approximately 120° C. at at least one selected location 
in said chamber; 

d) reducing the temperature at said selected location; and 
e) resuming plasma etching of said layer of material. 
11. A process as claimed in claim 10 in which said layer 

of silicon dioxide overlies a silicon nitride stop layer. 
12. A process for performing an etch for a series of 

semiconductor wafers to be processed comprising the steps 
of: 

a) providing a ?rst semiconductor substrate having at least 
one layer of material thereon to be etched in a chamber; 
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b) initiating plasma etching of one or more selected areas 

on said layer of material to be etched in said chamber 
and continuing plasma etching thereof until the etch is 
completed; 

c) removing said ?rst semiconductor substrate and replac 
ing it with a succeeding semiconductor substrate to be 
etched; and 

d) repeating steps b) and 0) until the series of semicon 
ductor wafers has been processed; characterized in that 
said substrate has a temperature of at least about 50° C. 
and the formation of plasma in said chamber is termi 
nated prior to exceeding a predetermined maximum 
temperature of approximately 120° C. at at least one 
selected location in said chamber either during etching 
of any of said semiconductor substrates or during 
removal and replacement of any of said semiconductor 
substrates and reducing the temperature at said selected 
location prior to resumption of plasma etching. 

* * * * * 


